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ANCIENT GREECE 


The era of ancient Greece began in 1200 B.c. with the 
fall of Troy in the Trojan War. Soldiers returned to a 
country mired in famine and economic collapse. It was 
a time for rebuilding. Greece underwent a political and 
cultural transformation 400 years after the Trojan War 
with the transition to independent city-states around 
800 B.c. Athens became the hub for developments 
in architecture, art, science, and philosophy. Ancient 
Greece entered its golden age, one that would produce 
the establishment of democracy; the beginnings of 
university study; great strides in medicine and science; 
architectural advancements; and the creation of plays 
and epic poems that are still enjoyed today. 
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MURDER IN 
THE STREETS 


The midday Egyptian sun shone brightly on the © 


streets of Alexandria. It was early spring, the sea- 
son of Lent, and the city’s Christians were preparing 
for the Easter holiday. As part of the Roman Empire 
in the year 415, the city of Alexandria was officially 
Christian, and the season of Lent was one of the 
holiest times of the year. Christians spent the weeks 
leading up to this holy day in prayer, personal sac- 
rifice, and fasting—abstaining from food and drink 
from dawn until dusk. This meant that the city’s busy 
streets were relatively empty on this day. 

Hypatia sat in her chariot as the steady clip-clop 
of her horses’ hooves echoed through the wind- 
ing cobblestone streets. Dressed in the loose-fitting 


academic robes she always wore, Hypatia looked 


Hypatia was a brilliant Greek philosopher and mathematician in 


ere: the late 300s and early 400s. 
fie theta 
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Alexandria was 
a popular 
trading center 
and home to 
people of 

many different 
cultures. 


oo 10 


every part the wise teacher. Her hair hung in long 
curls down her back, topped by a crown made from 
the leaves of a laurel tree. She had just delivered a 
speech in one of the small theaters to some of the 
highest-ranking city officials. Hypatia’s teachings on 
the history of philosophy and what she called abso- 
lute truth were respected by many in the ruling elite. 

But her popularity was resented by Christians 
who considered her teachings a threat to Christian- 
ity. Although Christianity was the city’s official reli- 
gion, not all Alexandrians were Christians. The city 
was home to a thriving Jewish community, as well 
as to people who still worshipped Greek, Egyptian, 
and Roman gods. Outbursts of violence between 
Christians. and non-Christians were becoming 
increasingly frequent. 


Alexandria was also home to some of the world’s 


leading thinkers, philosophers, and scientists who 


did not believe in any particular gods. Hypatia was 
the most respected among this group. As a math- 
ematician and scientist, she believed in truths that 
could be proven by evidence. She did not believe in 
the teachings of the Christian Bible or the legends of 
Greek and Egyptian gods. 

For decades, she had been recognized as one 
of the world’s leading thinkers, and she had stayed 
away from Alexandria’s ongoing battles between 
Christians and non-Christians. Still, it saddened her 
to see her fellow Alexandrians torn apart over reli- 
gion. As she rode through her beloved city that day, 
she may have hoped she would soon witness the end 
of this division. She wanted a world where everyone 
would see the beauty of scientific and mathematical 
truths that she had devoted a lifetime to uncovering, 
studying, and teaching. 

Deep in her thoughts, Hypatia probably did not 
hear the cries of an approaching mob at first. If she 
did hear their shouts, she probably assumed they 
were the beginnings of another street fight. But as 
the mob drew closer, it must have become apparent 
to the philosopher that she was their target. 

Although she was neither a pagan—at the time, the 
term for a follower of any religion other than Christi- 
anity—nor a witch, the crowd could only have been 
after Hypatia. She was not just the city’s best-known 


mathematician. She was its only famous female 
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resident. At a time when women were only expected 
to marry and produce children, Hypatia had done nei- 
ther. Instead of staying quietly in the home, she spent 
her days teaching, studying, or walking in public and 
discussing men’s topics, such as philosophy, science, 
and religion. Although she had escaped public wrath 
for decades, she knew that certain Christians were 
becoming more and more determined to rid the city 
of anyone who was not Christian. 

As the angry mob surrounded her chariot, her 
horses were forced to come to a stop. Furiously, 
arms reached in and grabbed the philosopher. Hands 
fastened on her white robes, while fists yanked her 
long hair. Shouting and seething with fury, the mob 
pulled Hypatia from the chariot. 

The crowd’s leaders dragged their helpless victim 
through the streets and into a Christian church called 
Caesarion. There they ripped off her academic robe, 
her laurel wreath, and the rest of her clothes. After 
smashing several of the church’s ceramic pots and 
cups on the stone floor, they stabbed Hypatia repeat- 
edly with the jagged pieces of broken pottery. Once 
she was dead, they dragged her body through the 
streets and out of town. At a place called Cinaron, 
they built a bonfire and burned her body. Although 
there were no details recorded about this fateful day, 
some historians believe that this is how the events of 
Hypatia’s death unfolded. 


How did the world’s leading mathematician 
and teacher come to such a dramatic end? She may 
have been murdered for what Christians said was 
practicing witchcraft and believing in what they 
thought were false gods. She may have been a ran- 
dom victim of the religious and political violence of 
her city. Or her murder may have been directed by 
Alexandria’s political leaders to further their own 
causes. To understand how Hypatia’s life ended so 
tragically, it’s important to look at the history and the 
conflicts of her hometown, Alexandria. %% 
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CITY OE 
KNOWLEDGE 


Hypatia was born in the late fourth century a.p. to 
one of the world’s leading mathematicians. Her 
father, Theon, was considered the most distinguished 
thinker and professor in Alexandria. This magnificent 
Egyptian city was the Greek center of learning and 
knowledge. Hypatia was born into the upper class of 
Alexandria’s intellectual society, which was paving 
the way for creative thought and study. 

By the time of Hypatia’s birth, Alexandria had 
been a worldwide hub of learning for many centuries. 
The city was founded in the fourth century B.c. by | 
the Greek hero Alexander the Great. When Alexan- 
der was just 25 years old, he conquered much of the 
current Middle East. After gaining power in Egypt, 
he decided to build a new capital city for the region. 


olars came to the Library of Alexandria to examine scrolls 


” eomsaining ancient texts from many parts of the world. 15 209 


He chose Alexandria’s location because he admired 
the natural beauty of the area. The city is nestled 
between the Mediterranean Sea and Lake Mareotis. 
A narrow bridge was built to connect the city with 


Pharos Island in the Mediterranean. Alexander felt 
Alexander : 
the Great this place could become a shipping and trading cen- 
(356-323 B.c.) 
conquered 
much of the 


ter because of its access to water. The city was also 


within sailing distance of the Greek mainland, which 


known world 

during has is straight across the Mediterranean. 

reign as king of 

Macedonia. Alexander the Great marked 


the outline of the city him- 
self. In 323 B.c., Alexandria 
became Egypt’s new 
capital city. Although 
it was named after 
him, Alexander had 
already moved on to 
conquer other lands 
by the time the city 
was built. When Alex- 
ander died, Ptolemy I 
became the ruler of Greek 
Egypt. Wanting Alexandria to 
be the cultural and intellectual 

capital of the world, Ptolemy founded 

the Great Library of Alexandria. It was in this library 
that the famous mathematicians Theon and Hypatia, 


his daughter, would eventually work. 


According to one ancient account of how the 
library was created, the man assigned to tutor Ptol- 
emy’s son had begun collecting books from many 
parts of the world for the future king. That tutor 
inspired the building of a library in which to keep 
them. Built in about 300 B.c., it was also a temple 
dedicated to the Muses—the Greek goddesses of art, 


culture, and science. It was named the Museum. The 


Although 
Alexander the 
Great planned 
the layout of 


Alexand) 2a, 
he died before 
he was able to 
return to the 


completed city 
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word museum meant “house of the muses,” and this 
museum—the world’s first—was a place for wor- 
shipping and for learning. 

Archaeologists have never uncovered the ruins 
of the Museum, where Hypatia spent a great deal of 


her youth. They think it stood in the northeast corner 
Alexandria lies 
on the north- 
ern coast of 
Egypt, which 


of Alexandria, near the royal palace. From written 


descriptions of the building, they know it had a large 


borders the domed dining hall in the middle, with a large terrace 
Mediterranean 
Sea. for observing the stars. They also know it existed 


ICs 


> >= 


Map shows modern boundaries. [2 


siack Sea 


— > 


= Athen EG ea 


rs oe 
Daria = © 

+ a 
$ 


oe 
FT 4 
s 


a 


y oN = 


N 


5S Mediterranean Sea 


Ww E 


Sidon, 
Tyre 


Jerusales 


KONO ri 0 La Neo 


eG 18 


for at least 700 years, from the days of Ptolemy I in 
300 B.c. to Hypatia’s lifetime in 400 a.p. During these 
seven centuries, the Museum and surrounding build- 
ings grew into the largest library in the world, the 
Great Library of Alexandria. 

Ptolemy I sent letters to the leaders and gover- 
nors he knew, asking them to send books. He col- 
lected books written in Latin and Old Persian or other 
ancient languages and then had each one copied or 
translated. This involved copying each text word for 
word with a pen onto parchment or other paper. It 
took 72 rabbis, or Jewish scholars, to translate the 
Old Testament of the Bible into Greek. 

For several centuries, Alexandria's leaders were 
immensely proud of the library and worked hard 
to expand its collection. Sometimes, however, they 
used ruthless means to obtain books. Rumors flew 
that any ship entering the port of Alexandria was 
searched for books, which were confiscated for the 
library. Another rumor was that visitors to the city 
were required to surrender any books they might be 
carrying. These books were translated, then the orig- 
inals were returned to the owner. 

It is estimated that at its peak, the library held 
more than half a million texts from countries includ- 
ing Assyria, Greece, Persia, Egypt, and India, as 
well as from the Roman Empire. Books at the time 


were handwritten rolled scrolls usually made out of 
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papyrus, a local plant. The rolled-up scrolls were 
stored in pigeonholes with their names printed on 
leather tags that hung from their ends. The pigeon- 
hole shelves probably lined the wall of a Great Hall 
m next to the domed dining hall. They were probably 


G found in outlying buildings as well. 
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The Museum was surrounded by beautiful gar- 
dens and a zoo filled with exotic animals imported 
from all corners of the known world. There were 
also shrines to each of the nine Muses on the 
museum grounds. 

This building was more than just a temple in 
which to store books. It became the intellectual capi- 
tal of Egypt and Greece. The Museum was home to the 
greatest thinkers of the time, including Hypatia and 
her father. Men who studied philosophy, astronomy, 
medicine, mathematics, and geometry researched, 
lectured, and wrote at the Museum. They held classes 
in several lecture halls throughout the building. 

Many of the men probably lived on the Museum 
grounds. Others lived with their families in other 
parts of Alexandria but spent their days reading and 
lecturing at the Museum. In many ways, the Museum 
was like a modern university. 

A “daughter library” called the Serapeum was 
located at the Temple of Serapis. Archaeologists 
have uncovered remains of the Serapeum and know 
exactly where it stood. 

Throughout the last centuries of the B.c. era, the 
Museum and the Great Library remained the center 
of scientific and philosophical thought in the Greek 
world. The Ptolemy family ruled Alexandria—and 
the rest of Egypt—until 30 B.c. Over the three cen- 
turies of the Ptolemaic Empire, 15 kings (Ptolemy I 
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ae 
through Ptolemy XV) and several queens held 
the throne. 

| calla During this time, Alexandria flourished as the 

Museum and 

Serapeum, largest city in the world. Life inside the Museum was 


Alexandria was 
home to many peaceful and thoughtful, and some of the greatest 


other famous : : oni 
landmarks. One breakthroughs in science, medicine, and astronomy 
of them was the 
Pharos, or light- 


hades witch, However, the rest of Alexandria was a chaotic 
was considered 


one of the seven place. The Ptolemaic Empire oppressed people with 
wonders of the 
ancient world. huge taxes, and many unhappy citizens attempted to 


took place there. 
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revolt. The Ptolomies could be mer- 
ciless rulers, often killing enemies 
who may not have even committed 
a crime. Within the royal family, 
scandals were commonplace. There 
were rumors that several kings had 
their parents murdered in order to 
take the throne themselves. Kings’ 
wives were also known to murder 
their stepchildren to prevent them 
from taking over. 

When Queen Cleopatra VII lost 
an important battle in 31 B.c., the 
Roman Empire gained control of 
Alexandria. By this time, the city was 
already quite multicultural. There 
were separate Greek, Egyptian, and 
Jewish communities within the city, 
and fighting was common. 

After Alexandria fell into 
Roman control, the city eventually 
became a major setting for one of 
the most important events in world 
history: the birth of Christian- 
ity. Some of the earliest Christian 
leaders lived in Alexandria. One 
of these leaders was Mark the 


Evangelist, who was killed—and 


Cleopatra VII's reign 
over Egypt (51-30 B.C.) 
marked the end of the 
Ptolemaic dynasty 

and the beginning 

of Roman rule over 
Alexandria and the 
rest of Egypt. During 
her life, she co-ruled 
Egypt with three of her 
brothers. ‘When the 
‘Roman leader, Fulius 
Caesar, arrived in 
cAlexandria, Cleopatra 


quickly became allies 


with him. Later, 


after Caesar was 
assassinated, Cleopatra 


formed a long-standing 


- relationship with 


“Marc -Antony, one 
of Caesar's generals. 
When the pair lost 
Alexandria in a 
battle with another 
Roman leader, 
Octavian, they both 


committed suicide. . 


After Cleopatra's 


death, -Alexandria was 
ruled by the “Roman 
‘Empire for more than 


five centuries. 
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later made a saint—because he protested against 
people worshipping the Greek-Egyptian god Sera- 
pis at the Serapeum. The Roman Empire persecuted 


some of the early Christians for not believing in 


Roman or Greek gods. In 284 a.b., it was estimated 
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that tens of thousands of people were killed for 
being Christians. 

When the Roman Empire officially adopted the 
religion of Christianity, the bloody battles between 
Christians and pagans persisted. The Museum, which 
was itself a temple to Greek gods, was embraced by 
pagans but detested by Christians. 

Although learning and research continued at 
the Museum until late in the fourth century—when 
Hypatia’s father, Theon, was a leading professor 
there—they were losing much of their popularity by 
then. The conflict between pagans and Christians 
would be a major element of Hypatia’s life. It would 
also ultimately lead to her death. &» 
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THEON’S 
DAUGHTER 


Within the Alexandrian world of cultural and reli- 
gious conflict, Hypatia’s father, Theon, was famous. 
He remained sheltered from most of the battles over 
religion. Instead, he was known for his scientific 
thought. He was a mathematics teacher and an edi- 
tor of math and astronomy textbooks. Besides teach- 
ing at the Museum, Theon was sometimes referred to 
as the “president” of the Museum, indicating. that he 
was more than a teacher. 

Considered brilliant by everyone who knew him, 
he specialized in making famous scientific writings 
understandable to readers. He edited a famous math- 
ematics text called Elements, which had been written 
about 600 years earlier by the Greek mathematician 


Euclid. Theon also wrote about Ptolemy—not the 


Public lectures were a popular form of education 11 Greece. 


YM Ne) 


Fuclhia 

(c. 323-283 
B.c.), known 
as the father 
of geometry, 
taught math- 
ematics at 
the Museum. 


king of Egypt, but the early Greek astronomer with 
the same name—whose description of the solar sys- 
tem was widely accepted at the time. 

Although historians know much about Theon, not 
much is known about Hypatia’s mother. Even Hypa- 
tia’s exact date of birth is uncertain. However, since 
they are fairly certain that she died around 415, and 


since most descriptions describe her beauty but never 
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mention her growing old, some historians believe she 


must have died before she was 50. Therefore, they 


assume that she must have been born around 370. 


Other people have used science to try to determine 


her birth year. Scientists know that Theon recorded 


two complete eclipses—one of the sun and one of the 


moon—and they have been able to date these events 


to 364. So they know that Theon 
was an adult by that year. This leads 
them to believe that Hypatia was 
born around then. However, most 
historians agree this is pretty weak 
evidence for a birth year. They can 
only guess that Hypatia was born 
between 350 and 370. 

Little is known about Hypatia’s 
childhood, but it was not a typical 
girlhood of the time. In an era when 
most young girls were kept close to 
home with female relatives, Hypa- 
tia learned about the world from 
her father. 

Life in Alexandria was strictly 
divided by classes then. As a mem- 


ber of the elite intellectual commu- 


Although Hypatia’s 
father, Theon, is 
remembered as a great 
mathematician and 
astronomer, he was 
also a poet. In his most 
famous poem, which he 
dedicated to the astron- 
ome; ‘Ptolemy, he sings 
the praises of Ptolemy's 
model of the universe. 
He writes about the 
beauty of the starry 
skies and the perfect 
world inhabited by the 


gods that lies beyond 


the moon and stars. 


nity, Hypatia is likely to have come in contact with 


the city’s political leaders and wealthy business own- 


ers but not with the common people. She likely spent 
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her days at the Museum, reading and working with 
her father, listening to him debate issues with col- 
leagues, and attending lectures in the grand auditori- 
ums. Theon taught his daughter math and science, as 
well as art, literature, and philosophy. 

Most historians agree that Hypatia never traveled 
far from Alexandria, although some believe that she 


went to Athens to study. Portraits of Hypatia show 


her wearing a crown made of a laurel wreath that the 


30 


Academy of Athens gave its top graduating students 
each year. The depictions of the beautiful scholar 
wearing the Athenian laurel led some historians to 
believe that she studied at Athens. However, the por- 
traits were made long after Hypatia’s lifetime, so it is 
hard to know whether she studied there. 

While she was still a young adult, Hypatia learned 
all she could from her father. She then began her own 
research of classical mathematical texts. The histo- 
rian Socrates Scholasticus, who lived about the same 
time as Hypatia, recorded an early history of Christi- 


anity. He wrote: 


She inherited her father’s extraordinarily 
distinguished nature, and was not satis- 
fred with the training in mathematics 
that she received from her father, bur 
turned to other learning also in a distin- 
guished way. 


Hypatia not only learned from her father, but 
she also worked closely with him. She contributed 
to many of his “Commentaries,” or revisions, of 
older texts. These revisions helped students under- 
stand the works of the great Greek mathematicians 
and scientists who lived centuries earlier. In one of 
these texts, Theon included a footnote stating that 
one whole chapter was revised by “my philosopher- 


daughter Hypatia.” In another note, he described 
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Historians remain 
uncertain about what 
happened to the Great 
Library's huge col- 
lection of books and 
scrolls. According to 
one story, when Fulius 


Caesar was living in 


Alexandria, he lit a 


massive fire in the har- 


bor to defend against 
the attack of another 
‘Roman general. This 
fire may have burned 
down part of the 

Library and much of 


its contents. 


Hypatia as having surpassed his own 
knowledge. Together they collabo- 
rated on several editions of famous 
mathematical and astronomical 
texts. While some of the texts they 
worked on together still exist today, 
no examples of Hypatia’s indepen- 
dent work have survived. 

Though they worked closely 
together, their interests were some- 
times different. Theon was inter- 
ested in the mythical side of Greek 
culture. Like most early Greeks, he 
believed that the future could be 
foretold by listening to “signs” from 
the planets and living creatures. 


But Hypatia was more interested in 


scientific study, in which truths are understood from 


evidence. Her style of teaching was dialectic, mean- 


ing that students learn from a professor through 


question-and-answer sessions. 


Hypatia also experimented in many fields of sci- 


ence and has been credited with inventing machines. 


Some scholars think that she may have invented two 


water machines: one to distill water and another to 


measure the level of water. Most historians agree 


that she helped invent the plane astrolabe for mea- 


suring the positions of the stars, planets, and sun. 


Plato (¢c. 428- 
348 B.C.) used 
the dialectic 
style of teaching 
at the Academy, 
a school of 
philosophy 

and science he 
Sounded in 387 
B.c. in Athens. 


She also likely helped invent the hydrometer—which 


determines how much liquid weighs—and the hydro- 
scope, for observing objects under water. 

At this time in Alexandria, most of the Chris- 
tians were uneducated and poor. They did not place 


much value on learning. But a small group of elite 
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non-Christians took learning seriously and greatly 
respected intellectuals. All of the academics at the 
time, except for Hypatia, were men. They wore 
long, rough-textured robes called academic cloaks 
and spent much of their time researching or writ- 
ing at the Museum and surrounding libraries. They 
also delivered public lectures in the city center. This 
central public gathering spot was a common feature 


of Greek cities, and crowds often gathered to hear 


ene 
2 sveatren te feDre rcs oe: 
eae 


¢ Stee, 


POULT 


. a — 
, of a 


( 


political proclamations or listen to famous speakers. 
These crowds were generally male only. 


However, as Socrates Scholasticus wrote: 


Although [Hypatia] was a woman she 
put on a man’s cloak and made her way 
into the centre of the city and gave to 
those who wanted to listen public lectures 
about Plato or Aristotle or about some 
other philosophers. 


Other historians agree that Hypatia was highly 
admired by the Alexandrian public. Scholasticus 
summed up this feeling: “The other citizens under- 
standably were fond of her and accorded her the 
greatest respect, and the current magistrates of the 
town always went first to her.” 

Part of Hypatia’s appeal was her sharp mind and 
intellect, but she was also loved for her polite atti- 
tude and her beauty. No images or physical descrip- 
tions from Hypatia’s time exist today, but throughout 
history, she has been pictured as looking similar to 
the Greek goddess Athena, with a classic Greek pro- 
file and long flowing curls. Scholasticus wrote that 
she was “so beautiful to look at that one of her pupils 
fell in love with her.” But Hypatia never married and 
discouraged any suitors who showed an interest in 
her. Instead, she concentrated on thinking, writing, 


and teaching. ©» 
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AND CHRISTIANS 


As an adult, Hypatia was recognized as the world’s 
leading mathematician. But she was also one of the 
leading philosophers of her time. Around 400, she 
became the official head of the Platonic school in 
Alexandria. The Platonic school was more a group 
of like-minded philosophers than an actual school. 
There was no physical school, although many Pla- 
tonists were associated with the Museum in Alexan- 
dria. Although Theon was the head of the Museum, 
Hypatia taught most of her students in her own 
home. Among her students were the sons of Alexan- 
dria’s most influential families, and she taught them 
all according to her Platonic beliefs. 
Platonists—members of the Platonic school— 


based their philosophy on the teachings of Plato, 


Hypatia is thought to be the only woman shown in the painting 
School of Athens, created by the famous Renaissance artist Raphael. 


PLATONISTS, PAGANS, 


BY MO) 


the ancient Greek philosopher who lived in Athens 


in about 400 B.c. Plato was famous for writing Dia- 


logues—fictional accounts of his teacher arguing phi- 


losophy with a variety of real and fictional characters. 


Almost 800 years after Plato’s lifetime, Hypatia and 


Plato's series of 
Dialogues covers a 
range of subjects, 
including philosophy, 
math, and logic. Plato 
himself does not 
appear in any of the 
Dialogues. However, 


some are written in first 


person, with the author 
in the role of ‘Plato’s 


renowned teacher, 


Socrates. Today many 
of the Dialogues are 
still used to teach com- 
plicated philosophical 
concepts. 


her fellow Platonists of Alexandria 
were committed to preserving the 
philosopher’s ideas. The Platonists 
valued not only Plato’s ideas, but 
also his methods for revealing 
truth. Hypatia’s teaching style of 
question-and-answer sessions with 
her students was modeled after the 
method in Dialogues. 

Among other things, Plato is 
remembered for Platonic ideal- 
ism—the theory that ideas are more 
real than things, and that things are 
only a reflection of a higher truth. 
Hypatia was particularly interested 
in this idea and used mathematics 


to illustrate it. 


For example, if she would tell her students to 


imagine they had a pair of sandals, the students 


knew that the objects were two sandals. If they 


imagined two people, they knew without counting 


that it was a pair of people. So the idea of a pair— 


and the number 2—exists in a more profound, or 
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To Hypatia, the 
real, way than the actual people or sandals do. idea of a pair 
é , . of people was 
Hypatia and other Platonists of her time took more of a real- 
ity than two 


this idea even further than Plato did. They believed ¢):.¢i people 
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that behind every thought or object on Earth there 
existed an even deeper reality, a kind of idea behind 
all other ideas. Platonists called this the One, and 
they believed that it was at the center of all human 
thought and life. Although Plato had mentioned this 
idea, Hypatia’s group of scholars emphasized it much 
more than he ever had. They believed the One was 
at the center of their whole philosophy. Because of 
this new emphasis, historians named this group Neo- 
platonists, or new Platonists. Neoplatonists also put 
more emphasis on science and mathematics than 
Plato and his earlier followers had. 

The idea of One and the Christian God had a: 
lot in common. Both were supreme beings who 
were omniscient (all-knowing) and omnipotent (all- 
powerful). However, the Neoplatonists were not 
Christians. Most of them were considered pagans, 
which meant they either had no religion or they wor- 
shipped ancient Greek, Egyptian, or Roman gods. To 
Christians, either having no religion or worshipping 
many gods was both anti-Christian. 

Hypatia did not seem to worship any gods in par- 
ticular. Instead, she believed in the power of rational 
thought and the idea that the laws of nature can be 
learned from observation and experimentation. 

Although Hypatia did not believe that religion 
held the answers to all questions about nature and 


the universe, her philosophy was considered to be 


religious because it attempted to explain human life. 


Unlike most religions, it was not heavily based on 


worship. Instead, Hypatia and other Neoplatonists 


Plato’s theories 
on reality and 
truth were the 
basis for the 
Neoplatonists’ 
views cred 
~deas. 
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placed the highest value on scientific thought and 


reason. They valued the logic and truth they found in 
mathematics. They did not agree with the Christian 
practice of accepting views as they are explained in 
the Bible simply because they are in the Bible. 
Hypatia believed in relying on scientific evidence 
to increase human knowledge. She also believed 


in Plato’s technique of questioning to achieve 


understanding. As Hypatia explained, “Reserve your 
right to think, for even to think wrongly is better than 
not to think at all.” 

Above all, Hypatia believed firmly in education 


as a means of identifying truths. 


At a time when very few girls 


received formal education, she Hypatia was unim- 


spoke of the need to teach scien- pressed with what 


she called religious 
tific truth to all children, boys and 


superstition. She once 


girls alike. She also warned about described how she felt 
“truth” was different 


_ from religious beliefs: 


the dangers of teaching children 


myths and fairy tales: 


“Men will fight for 

superstition as quickly 
Fables should be taught as as for the living truth— 
fables, myths as myths, and even more So, since 
miracles as poetic fancies. To superstition is intan- 
teach superstitions as truth gible, you can’t get at it 
is a most terrible thing. The to refute it, but truth is 
mind of a child accepts them, a point of view, and so 
and only through great pain, is changeable.” 


perhaps even tragedy, can the 
child be relieved of them. 


To Christian leaders, these ideas were heretical. 
They went against the teachings of the Bible, which 
contained stories that many Christians accepted as 
truth without scientific evidence. 

But the similarities between Hypatia’s beliefs and 
Christianity were obvious to many of her students, 


even if they were not obvious to most of Alexandria’s 
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Christian leaders. One of her star pupils was a pagan 
man named Synesius of Cyrene. He learned Neopla- 
tonist ideas, including the idea of One, from Hypatia. 


But as an adult, he moved to Athens and converted to 


MG etian Christianity, becoming a leading Christian thinker. He 
je believed in the idea of the Trinity, the union of three 
a os “so ' divine persons—the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
re Son (Jesus), Spirit—in one God. Historians agree that this idea of 
5 i the Trinity was in part based on the Neoplatonist idea 
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of One. Long after he converted to 
Christianity, Synesius continued to 
hold his former teacher in the high- 
est esteem. From his new home- 


town, he wrote: 


Athens has no longer anything 
sublime except the country’s 
famous names. Today Egypt 
has received and cherishes the 
fruitful wisdom of Hypatia. 


Even though many people con- 
sidered her to be a pagan, Hypatia 
was not thought of as an actual 
enemy of the Christian church. It 
seems that the church left her alone 
to work and teach through at least 
the mid-380s, probably because of 
her extraordinary popularity and 


modest nature. Although Hypatia 


Hypatia's students, 


who came from all over 


‘Egypt as well as from 
neighboring countries, 
were members of the 
elite class. She taught 
them privately in her 
home or held “private” 
public lectures at the- 
aters in Alexandria. 
‘Both she and her stu- 
dents appear to have 


thought that common 


people were not capable 


of understanding the 
philosophical issues 
they discussed. The 
students considered 


Hypatia their “divine 
guide” and called the 
knowledge that she 


taught them “mysteries. 


” 


held strong ideas about science and the quest for 


knowledge, she did not look for trouble when ten- 


sions were mounting between Christians and pagans 


in Alexandria. %%» 
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CLASH OF SCIENCE 


AND RELIGION 


‘ 
For centuries before Hypatia’s time, Alexandria was 


a melting pot of different races and religions. When 
Hypatia lived there, the city was home to Egyptians, 
Greeks, and Romans. Christians, Jews, and pagans 
lived in separate communities. Each religious commu- 
nity had its own places of worship. There were Jew- 
ish temples, Christian churches, and pagan temples, 
such as the Museum and the Serapeum. Sometimes 
the groups tolerated each other. At other times, fight- 
ing and mob violence occurred between Christians 
and non-Christians, including Jews and pagans. In the 
late 380s, violence increased throughout the city. 

As in the rest of the Roman Empire, the official 
religion of Alexandria was Christianity. But as a 


center of learning and philosophy, Alexandria was 


After u pagan wedding, it was customary to sacrifice a bull 


__ im hopes that the gods would look favorably upon the newly 


goed couple. 
ee 
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home to some of the leading pagan thinkers of the 
time—including Hypatia. As her popularity as a 
teacher and public speaker increased, Christian lead- 
ers deepened their mistrust of her. They did not like 
the fact that she did not teach Christian beliefs. They 
grew concerned that she had such a large following 
among Alexandrians. Because she was considered 
the empire’s greatest living teacher, even some prom- 
inent Christian families sent their sons to learn from 
her. Making matters even worse, Hypatia made pub- 


lic statements against organized religion: 


All formal ... religions are delusive [able 
to easily mislead people] and must never 
be accepted by self-respecting persons 
as final. 


But there was another reason for the suspicions 
against Hypatia. Besides being considered a pagan, 
Hypatia had come to symbolize science and math- 
ematics—two topics growing more and more out of 
favor with the Christian church at the time. 

Much mathematical and scientific study at the 
time centered on astronomy and understanding the 
universe. Since the beginning of time, people had 
worked to understand the planets and stars. This 
came from a desire not only to understand the history 
of Earth, but also to foretell the future. Almost all 


religions—including Christianity and paganism— 


included stories and theories that explained Earth’s 


position in the universe. They also included explana- 


tions of how the future is determined. For example, 


Greek aslrono 
mers studied 
the stars from 
Alexandria’s 


observatories 
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many Christians believe the future is determined by 
God’s will. 

In the fourth century, astronomers could scien- 
tifically foretell things before they happened, such 
as where planets would be in any given year or when 
eclipses would take place. To the common people 
of Alexandria, this knowledge of the future seemed 
magical, and it made them want to know other 
things about the future. Most people did not care 
about when the next eclipse would take place, but 
they did want to know details about their personal 
or financial futures. 

Some dishonest people took advantage of peo- . 
ple’s desire for knowledge about the future. Often 
calling themselves mathematicians or scientists, they 
claimed they could tell people anything they wanted 
to know about the future. They set up shops where 
they gave customers made-up information about 
future events, giving a bad name to more serious 
mathematicians and scientists like Hypatia. 

So while church leaders had a valid reason 
to suspect these “pretend” mathematicians, they 
often did not distinguish them from real mathemati- 
clans—they mistrusted all of them. In the mid-300s, 
priests were forbidden from practicing mathemat- 
ics. Before long, the Roman Empire passed a law: 
“No one may consult a soothsayer [fortune-teller] or 


a mathematician.” 


The Roman Empire was determined to rid itself 
of non-Christians. In some cases, it tried to convert 


pagans gently. For instance, church leaders began 
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to declare new church holidays that fell on the same 


dates as popular pagan holidays. Christians hoped 


that this would make it easy for pagans to switch 


to the Christian church while still celebrating and 


Theodosius gained 
military experience as 
a young man in what 
are now ‘England and 
Germany. -After a mili- 
tary career, he became 
emperor of the “Roman 
Empire, located in 
Constantinople, in 379. 
-After a near-death 
experience in 380, the 
new emperor becaime 
an extremely devout 
Christian. In 381, he 
ordered that all pagan 
temples and other 
churches be turned 
over to the church. 
Theodosius was the 

last ruler of a united 
‘Roman ‘Empire. When 
he died in 395, the 
‘Roman “Empire was 
split into two parts, the 
‘East and the ‘West— 


each one ruled by one 


of Theodosius’ sons. 


worshipping at familiar times. 

The empire also reacted more 
harshly to some pagan practices. 
Throughout the empire, pagan 
temples and statues were knocked 
down and burned. In 389, the Roman 
emperor, Theodosius, passed laws 
turning all the major pagan holidays 
into workdays, making it illegal for - 
pagans to worship at certain times. 

In 391, Theodosius outlawed 
blood sacrifices, a common pagan 
practice in which a goat or a calf 
was killed to make a god happy. 
Under the new law, the punishment 
for performing such a sacrifice was 
death. Theodosius also decreed 
that “no one is to go to the sanctu- 
aries, walk through the temples, or 
raise his eyes to statues created by 
the labor of man.” 

Public opposition to mathema- 
ticians grew with this persecution 


of pagans, but Hypatia refused 
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to be frightened away from her beliefs. She said, ( 
“To rule by fettering the mind through fear of pun- 
ishment in another world is just as base as to use, 
force.” Still, Hypatia seemed to live without much 


personal harassment, probably because of her gentle 
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nature. She remained a symbol of learning, and many 
Christians were proud to have her representing 
their city. 

But the two homes of Alexandria’s Great Library— 
the Museum and the Serapeum—were prime tar- 
gets for the growing hatred of paganism. Following 
Theon’s death in the early fifth century, the Museum 

was no longer an active learning 


institution. Together with the Sera- 


The exact date of 


peum, it now represented the last 


Theon’s death is stronghold of pagan worship. 


unknown, but histori- Although it was called the 


ans agree that he lived 
at least until Hypatia 


“daughter library,” the Serapeum | 


was a grown woman. temple was an enormous, strikingly 


“Many believe he \ beautiful building. Its role as library 


stopped teaching in 391 
and died in 405. 
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was secondary to its status as a 
temple to the Greek-Egyptian god 
Serapis—the god of both the dead 
and healing. The temple contained 
a large statue of Serapis made of metal, wood, and 
colorful stones, including sapphire, hematite, emer- 
ald, and topaz. 

Serapis was depicted as having a rich, dark blue 
body, gold and silver clothing and sandals, and an 
elaborate headgear with fruit springing from it. The 
statue had outstretched arms with hands that touched 
the walls of the main temple. Nearby seats allowed 


worshippers to sit and meditate on the god. 


Outside the temple was a large courtyard that 
opened onto small houses for priests, priestesses, and 
visitors. For centuries, visitors came to the temple 
for an “incubation.” During this ritual, a person with 
an illness or even a nonmedical problem would sleep 
inside the temple until he or she received a dream 
that revealed what treatment or solution would 
solve the problem. Believing that it held such strong 
powers of healing, pagans held the Serapeum in the 


highest esteem. ©» 


Ancient Greeks 
honored their 
gods, such as 
the river god, 
Tiber, by erect- 
ang statues. 
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DESTRUCTION 
OF A TEMPLE 


On a hot day in 391, Alexandria’s central square was 
crowded with people. The sun beat down on the 
crowd, which was a mix of the city’s residents—men 
and women, Christians and pagans. Normally at this 
time of day, women would be home preparing the 
noon meal and men would be working. But today 
a long-awaited message from Emperor Theodosius 
was expected to arrive. Hypatia, who was in her 20s 
or 30s then, was probably not among the crowd, but 
she likely knew of the importance of the day. It was 
rumored that the emperor was going to issue another 
order having to do with pagan worship. 

All of Alexandria knew that the city’s archbishop, 
Theophilus, was determined to eliminate pagan wor- 
ship from his area. The archbishop was the local 
Even though influential religious leader Saint Ambrose, oe 


of Milan, rebuked Theodosius for his ruthless acts toward non- 
Christians, Theodosius continued to act harshly toward them. 
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Theodosius was 
the last emperor 
to rule the 
entire Roman 
Empire. 


leader of the Christian church. He had authority over 
anything having to do with the church, including 
when people should worship and how much money 


they should give to the church. 
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For other matters, the archbishop had to con- 
sult with the Roman emperor in Constantinople or 
with the emperor’s representative in Alexandria, the 
local governor. Some people said Theophilus had 
personally asked the emperor to allow him to burn 
down all pagan temples. Others said he had asked 
that all pagans be expelled from the city. Now 
Theophilus was about to receive his answer. The 
gathered crowd waited expectantly. What would the 
emperor decree? 

In those days, messages from the emperor were 
sent by special courier on horseback. The courier 
rode in a grand procession, surrounded by sword- 
carrying soldiers as bodyguards. It could take days 
or even weeks for the party to reach its destination 
and deliver its message. But often a scout—a. faster 
rider—would gallop ahead to announce the coming 
arrival of the emperor’s messenger. 

Early that morning, the scout had arrived in 
Alexandria, so residents, including Hypatia, knew it 
would not be long. Suddenly, the crowd bustled with 
excitement as the messenger drew near. Dressed in 
an imperial uniform and flanked by soldiers, the mes- 
senger approached the parting crowd. 

In the square’s center, Archbishop Theophilus 
greeted the emperor’s men. The messenger bowed 
and handed the archbishop a rolled-up scroll con- 


taining a letter from Theodosius. After the greeting, 
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the archbishop read the letter, smiled, and handed it 
to his spokesman. 

After the spokesman quieted the crowd, the sea 
of Alexandrians grew still as they awaited the emper- 
or’s words. The middle of the square was packed 
with Christians, eager to gain more support for their 
religion. At the edges of the crowd, pagans stood 
anxiously, worried that they were about to receive 
disastrous news. 

The spokesman’s voice boomed through the 
crowd, declaring that the worship of false gods was 
forbidden. He also said that the houses of worship, 
together with the images of false gods, could be. 
destroyed. Moreover, all symbols and idols of false 
gods could be confiscated, distributed, and sold for 
precious metals to improve the lives of Alexandria’s 
poorest citizens. 

Christians cried out with joy. But the pagans were 
stunned. What would happen to their beloved tem- 
ples, the Museum, and the Serapeum? How would 
they worship? It is not known when Hypatia learned 
of the decree, but since she had spent much of her | 
time at the Museum, the news was likely upsetting 
to her. 

Some pagans left quietly, but others became angry. 
One pagan named Olympus began to rally his friends. 
As the crowd began to disperse from the square, 


Olympus led his group in a chant, saying that they 


Scholars were 


would die with their gods. Violent fights broke out 


> rwohat 
around the square between Christians and pagans. Saale 
Meanwhile, Archbishop Theophilus led a mob of “brary ajte: 
th 2 Ppervo?7 


Christians toward the Serapeum. Theophilus marched | decre: 


The god Serapis was 
likely an invention of 
the Egyptian King 
Ptolemy I (323-283 
B.C.). The god, who 
represented fertility, 
combined elements 
of both Greek and 
Egyptian mythology. 
Historians believe 
that Ptolemy I cre- 
ated Serapis as a way 
of uniting the Greek 
and ‘Egyptian resi- 
dents of -Alexandria. ~ 


Serapis is almost always 


depicted—either in a 
painting or a sculp- 
ture—wearing a basket 
for measuring grain 

on his head. This was 
a Greek symbol for 

the land of the dead. 
The three-headed dog 
Cerberus, a symbol of 
the underworld, is usu- 
ally shown at Serapis’ 
feet. Also commonly 
shown at his feet is a 
cobralike head of a 


serpent, which was 


an Egyptian symbol 
for royalty. 


at the front of the mob, clutching and 
waving a Christian cross. Following 
him were his most trusted monks, 
wild with religious fervor. Trailing 
the monks was a large crowd of 
Christians, eager to see what their 
leaders would do. 

Reaching the temple and the 
large statue of Serapis, the arch- 
bishop and his monks grabbed the 
large pillars and dislodged one, then 
another. The crowd cheered, but as 
the pillars gave way, many of the: 
assembled stood back and began 
to tremble with fear. Although they 
were Christians, they still had super- 
stitions about these pagan gods, and 
they feared Serapis would strike out 
at those who tried to destroy him. 

As a soldier raised a heavy ax 
against the face of Serapis, the crowd 
grew nervous. The soldier hesitated, 
but he finally swung the ax might- 
ily forward and smashed the god’s 
stone face across the cheek. 

Christians in the crowd held 
their breath. Some of them cov- 


ered their eyes, afraid of the con- 


sequences. But as the great statue’s cheek crum- 
bled under the force of the ax, nothing happened. 


Encouraged, the crowd raced forward to pull, 


Although the 
original statue 
was destroyed, 
smaller statues 
of Serapts still 
exist. 
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Archbishop Theophilus 
(c.360—412) led the 
Alexandrian Christians 
from 385 until his 
death. He presided over 
the city when the con- 
flict between the new 
Christian church and 
the more established 
pagan religions was at 
its height. The destruc- 
tion of the Serapeum 
under his guidance is 
widely viewed as one of 
the greatest triumphs of 
Christianity over pagan- 
ism. -According to some 
of the archbishop’s * 


critics, he ordered the 


temple’s destruction 


largely to rid the city of 
the books stored there— 
books that contained 
knowledge he felt was 


anti-Christian. 


kick, and hurl themselves at the 
statue and surrounding temple. 
They used axes, swords, and any 
other weapons they could find. 

The great Serapeum finally 
began to crumble before them. Sev- 
eral members of the crowd pulled 
the remains of the statue from its 
stone seat and dragged it away from 
the temple grounds and through the 
streets of Alexandria. 

The mob shouted as they pulled 
the crumbling statue down the city 
streets. Crowds of Christians and 
pagans lined the streets—some 
cheering along with the mob, and 
some standing in awed silence. It 
was rumored that on that day, thou- 
sands of pagans renounced their 
own religion, shocked at the sight 
of a statue of their precious god 
being dragged through the streets. 
Most of them converted to Christi- 


anity after seeing how powerful the religion was. 


This was the goal of the archbishop—converting 


pagans, which they thought Hypatia was, to Chris- 


tianity. The goal was also to build the strength of 


the Christian church and eliminate the threat of the 
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The Ptolemaic 
Sphinx (left) 
and the Pillar 
of Pompey, 
which were 
located near 
the statue of 
Serapis, are 
two of the few 
landmarks 
from ancient 
Alexandria that 
still exist today. 


competing religions. Theophilus encouraged his fol- 
lowers to drag the statue through the streets because 
he wanted all of Alexandria’s pagans to see just how 


weak their supposed god was. 
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Following through on the emperor’s orders that 


pagan symbols be used to help the poor, Theophilus 


plotted another plan that would humiliate pagans. 


There are many stories 
about how Theophilus 
frightened hundreds of 
Alexandria's pagans 
into converting to 
Christianity. According 
to one source, the arch- 
bishop received permis- 
sion from the emperor 
to build a Christian 


church on the site of an 


abandoned temple. He _ 
then displayed pagan 


artwork and statues 
taken from the temple 
in a way that mocked 
the pagan symbols. 
Outraged pagans 
began rioting in the 
streets and ended up 
losing a bloody battle 
with Christians. 


At ceremonies in the city’s central 
square, he publicly melted down 
the valuable metal of pagan statues 
and used it either to create Christian 
symbols to display in the churches 
or to give to the poor. He most 
likely ordered the destruction of all 
books found on the grounds of the 
Serapeum as well. Some historians 
say that he then moved on to the. 
Museum and ordered the destruc- 
tion of the temple, as well as all of 
the books in the library. 

Theophilus had one more goal: 
He wanted to replace the celebrated 
Serapeum—long a symbol of the 
scientific exploration of Hypatia, 
Theon, and others—with an equally 
renowned Christian symbol. It took 
several more years, but he eventually 
achieved his goal. 


On the site of the former pagan 


temple, he oversaw the construction of a church 


dedicated to St. John the Baptist, a famous Christian 


figure. Theophilus even claimed to have in his pos- 
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session several personal belongings of St. John. The 


archbishop considered this replacement of the tem- 
ple of Serapis with the church to be one of his great- 
est accomplishments. He had personally contributed 


to advancing Christianity in Alexandria. ©» 


As written in 
the Bible, John 
the Baptist was 
‘ai prophet who 
baptized Jesus 
in the Jordan 
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A RUTHLESS 
ARCHBISHOP 


Hypatia was likely between 25 and 35 years old when 
Theophilus oversaw the destruction of the Serapeum 
in 391. It is not known exactly where she was on 
that fateful day. Hypatia herself likely did not wor- 
ship Serapis or any of the pagan gods. She mostly 
believed in mathematical and scientific truth. In fact, 
she counted many high-ranking Christians among 
her students. But she still probably felt threatened 
by the violent display of Christian fervor. She under- 
stood that in the eyes of many Christians, mathema- 
ticians and pagans were both seen as threats to the 
Christian religion. 

Nevertheless, it does not seem that Hypatia was 
personally harassed by Theophilus or his followers. 


She remained a highly desired teacher. Christian 


Theophilus’ nephew, Cyril, who came to power after his uncle, 
was increasingly ruthless toward pagans. 
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families continued to hire her to teach their sons. She 
was also an intensely popular public figure. At a time 
when very few women were even known outside of 
their immediate families, Hypatia was recognized all 
over Alexandria. She was the only woman wearing 
academic robes and a laurel crown. She delivered 
speeches on philosophical topics at lecture halls and 
theaters around Alexandria. 


Her home was also well known as the place where 


she received her students. Impressively decorated 


chariots could be seen outside her door daily, picking 
up and dropping off her students. 

It seems that Hypatia’s life passed in this man- 
ner for decades. Theophilus remained Alexandria’s 
archbishop until his death in 412. Although he con- 
tinued his persecution of the pagans, he left Hypatia 
alone. One reason for this may have been her ongo- 
ing friendship with Synesius, her former student. He 
had gone on to become the bishop of Ptolemais (in 
what is now Libya). He was well-respected within 
the Christian church and ranked below Theophilus 
among church leaders. 

Synesius was a prolific letter writer, and he kept 
up a lifetime of correspondence with Hypatia. From 
Africa, he continued to praise his former teacher 
to Theophilus and other influential members of the 
church, as well as to Hypatia herself. He likely also 
defended her whenever church members began to 
speak badly of her, thereby allowing her to live with- 
out threat in Alexandria. One of Hypatia’s fellow Neo- 
platonist philosophers, Damascius, described public 
opinion of Hypatia in his book, The Life of Isidore: 
“The whole city rightly loved her and worshipped her 
in a remarkable way, but the rulers of the city from 
the first envied her.” 

In the year 412, Hypatia’s relatively untroubled 
lifestyle began to change. When Theophilus died 
that year, his nephew Cyril became Alexandria's 
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Cyril was 
determined to 
rid Alexandria 
of all non- 
Christians. 
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archbishop. Cyril had learned to have no tolerance for 
non-Christians from his uncle, and he came to power 
ready to banish paganism from Alexandria once and 
for all. But Cyril was hungrier for power than his 
uncle had been, making him even more eager to rid 
the city of non-Christians. In addition to pagans, he 
viewed Jewish people as a threat to his ambitions. 
When Cyril became archbishop, the governor— 


the Roman emperor’s representative in Alexandria— 
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was Orestes, who was also a student of Hypatia. Cyril 
resented Orestes’ power and wanted it for himself. 
He began to assert his authority in matters such as 
property and money that were not under his control 
as archbishop. At first, mostly because of Synesius’ 
friendship with Hypatia, Cyril left the esteemed 
mathematician alone. But when Bishop Synesius 
died around 413, Hypatia was left without a defender 
in the Christian church. 

Cyril had two reasons to despise Hypatia. Not only 
was she a non-Christian, but she was also becoming 
closer friends with his rival, Orestes. Orestes was a 
Christian, but he was determined to keep church laws 
and other laws separate in Alexandria. He believed 
the archbishop should focus on leading the church. 
This made him a bitter opponent of Cyril, who wanted 
to be in control of both Alexandria’s church and its 
political government. 

Many people at the time, including Cyril, believed 
that Hypatia was the driving force behind Orestes’ 
insistence that church and politics be kept separate. 
Orestes and Hypatia spent hours together not only 
as student and teacher, but also as friends. They 
were often seen walking the streets of Alexandria 
together, and the governor's chariot was frequently 
spotted waiting outside Hypatia’s house. 

The rivalry between Cyril and Orestes was felt 
throughout the city. Many of Alexandria’s Christians 
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“Much of what we 
know about Hypatia’s 
story comes from the 
fifth-century church 
historian Socrates 
Scholasticus. He wrote 
the following about the 
public's views of the 
famous philosopher: 
“Envy arose against this 


woman. She happened 


to spend a great deal of 
time with Orestes, and 
that stirred up slander 
against her among 
people of the church, 
as if she were one who 
prevented Orestes from 
entering into friendship 
with the Bishop.” 
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sided with Cyril, and most of the 
city’s Jews and pagans sided with 
Orestes. But many of the common 
people, including Christians and 
non-Christians, just wanted the 
bloodshed to stop. They wanted to 
see peace between the two leaders. 
While Hypatia enjoyed popularity 
with the ruling class, she was not 
so influential with the common 
people. They could not afford for 
their children to be her students, 
and they had little time for the intel- . 
lectual and philosophical ideas she 
expressed. They had more pressing 
concerns, like keeping themselves 
and their families safe in an increas- 
ingly violent city. 

Cyril realized that by turn- 


ing popular opinion against Hypatia, he could win 


his battle with Orestes. He helped convince people 


that Hypatia was responsible for Orestes’ contin- 


ued fighting against the church’s authority. He most 


likely spread rumors about Hypatia being involved 


with witchcraft, which, along with fortune-telling, 


remained linked with mathematics in many people’s 


minds. It was not hard to make the public believe that 


Hypatia’s interest in math and science was the same 
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as black magic—a practice feared as evil by the pub- 
lic. John, the bishop of Nikiu, reflected many people’s 


feelings when he described Hypatia as: 


[A] female philosopher, a pagan named 
Hypatia, and she was devoted at all times 
to magic, astrolabes and instruments of 
music, and she beguiled many people 
through Satanic wiles. And the governor 
of the city honored her exceedingly; for she 
had beguiled him through her magic. 


Even if they did not believe that Hypatia was prac- 
ticing witchcraft, many Alexandrians were willing to 
believe other stories they heard about the female 
philosopher. Cyril’s followers described her as the 
main obstacle to a reconciliation between Orestes 
and Cyril. They said that she was teaching the gov- 
eror to be anti-Christian. John of Nikiu reported 
that Hypatia convinced Orestes not to attend church, 
and that as their friendship developed, the governor 
began spending time with more and more pagans, 
even “receiving the unbelievers at his house.” 

Bishop John was offended by other behavior 
by the governor as well. He claimed that Orestes 
spent too much time watching plays at the theater. 
Like many Christians, the bishop believed that art 
or music should be for purposes of worship only. He 


told the story of a violent attack made by Orestes 
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on a Christian one night when the governor was at 


the theater: 


And on a certain day when [Orestes and 
other non-Christians, including many 
Jews] were making merry over a theatri- 
cal exhibition connected with dancers, 
the governor of the city published [a 
law] regarding the public exhibitions 
in the city of Alexandria: and all the 
inhabitants of the city had assembled 
there (in the theater). Now Cyril, who 
had been appointed [archbishop] after 
Theophilus, was eager to gain exact intel- 
ligence regarding this [law]. And there 
was a man named Hierax, a Christian 
possessing understanding and intelli- 
gence who used to mock the pagans but 
was a devoted [Christian]. But when the 
Jews saw him in the theater they cried out 
and said: “This man has not come with 
any good purpose, but only to provoke an 
uproar.” And Orestes was displeased with 
the children of the holy church, and Hierax 
was seized and subjected to punishment 
publicly in the theater, although he was 
wholly guiltless. 


Many historians do not believe John’s account 
of the attack on Hierax, but they do agree that some 
sort of attack spurred citywide riots between Jews 
and Christians. The mood of Alexandria became even 


more tense. Fights frequently broke out between 


Hypatia found 
herself i7 

the middle 

of a religous 
battle belween 
Christians and 
207-CRristians, 
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Jews and Christians. For at least a few months, the 


Jewish-Christian fighting was more intense than the 


battles between pagans and Christians. &» 
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In early 415, Alexandria seemed like a war zone, as 
street fights between Jews and Christians took place 
almost daily. It is hard to know who was actually 
fueling these battles because most of the reports we 
have today come from either pro-Christian or anti- 
Christian sources. 

According to pro-Christian writers, Jews were 
launching violent attacks on unsuspecting Chris- 
tians. But later, anti-Christian writers reported that 
Cyril and his followers were persecuting Jews and 
other non-Christians. 

At one point, Cyril called a meeting with the lead- 
ers of the Jewish community and told them they 
would face serious consequences if they did not end 
their persecution of Christians. 


Hypatia’s interest in mathematics, along with Cyril’s accusations 
that she practiced witchcraft, led Christians to believe thai she 


aaee pagan. 
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As John of Nikiu reported: 


[Cyril] sent word to the Jews as fol- 
lows: “Cease your hostilities against the 
Christians.” But they refused to hearken 
to what they heard; for they gloried in 
the support of the [governor] who was 
with them, and so they added outrage to 
outrage and plotted a massacre through a 
treacherous device. 


Hearing the message from Cyril, many people 
in Alexandria’s Jewish community became even 
angrier. One group of Jews came up with a plan to 
get back at their persecutors. In the middle of the 
night, the group ran through the streets calling out 
that the.great Christian church of St. Alexander was 
on fire. Upon hearing this alarm, Christians rushed 
out of their houses in their nightclothes to save their 
church. Dashing into the darkened church, they saw 
no signs of fire, and they did not smell any smoke. 
Suddenly, they heard the shouts of an angry mob of 
Jews. The mob rushed into the church and attacked 
the startled Christians. Many Christians were killed. 

Cyril was outraged, and he ordered Christians to 
retaliate against the Jews. A mob of Christians rushed 
into the city’s Jewish area, surrounding their houses 
of worship. As many frightened Jews fled the city, 
Christians ransacked the synagogues. They grabbed 


sacred ornaments and destroyed them. In some 


ae... 


synagogues, they sprinkled holy water and held cere- 
monies, claiming the buildings as Christian churches. 

In the aftermath of this violence, Cyril issued 
an order that all Jews had to leave Alexandria. The 
archbishop’s order infuriated the governor. Although 
Orestes was Christian, he vowed to stop the persecu- 
tion of non-Christians. Orestes had control of Alex- 
andria’s official Roman Empire soldiers, and Cyril 


had his own army of 500 monks. 
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Roman soldiers 
stationed near 
Alexandria 
were under 
Orestes’ 
command. 
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One day in 415, Cyril’s army, led by amonk named 
Ammonius, attempted to kill Orestes. They rushed 
him, attacking him with swords and large stones. 
One of the stones Ammonius threw wounded the gov- 
ernor. As the governor stood bleeding, many of his 
bodyguards ran off, afraid for their lives. However, 
a throng of bystanders jumped to Orestes’ defense. 
The group that saved the governor was made up of 
Christians who did not agree with the radical ideas 
of Cyril. Because of their assistance, the governor 


survived the assassination plot. He even captured 


ZS 


Ammonius and ordered that the monk be tortured 
and killed for his crime. Orestes’ army carried out the 
order. This enraged Cyril. He managed to get Ammo- 
nius’ body and then presided over a church ceremony 
making Ammonius a Christian saint. | 

In the midst of this violence and public rioting, 
Hypatia’s life became endangered. Cyril’s ongoing 
efforts to spread rumors about her involvement in 
witchcraft made the general public suspicious of her. 
As more and more people died in the city’s religious 
riots, the public was ready to believe that one per- 
son was responsible for the bloodshed. By removing 
that person from the city forever, they believed they 
could rid Alexandria of violence. 

The exact details of Hypatia’s death are unclear, 
but historians are certain that she was murdered 
by a mob of Christians. Most accounts of the inci- 
dent agree that she had been riding through the city 
streets when she was attacked and dragged from her 
chariot. They differ, though, on the 
method of her killing. According 


to one story, she was dragged into 
the church Caesarion and stabbed 
to death with pottery shards. 
According to another narrative, 
she was dragged through the city 
streets until she died. Still others 


say she was burned to death. Some 


The name of the church 
in which Hypatia was 


supposedly murdered, 


Caesarion, means “little 
Caesar” in Greek. It 


was also the name of 


Cleopatra and Fulius 


| Caesar's son. 
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Christians believe that in the minutes before her 
death in the church, Hypatia converted to Christian- 
ity. In any event, her death was sudden and violent. 

How much Cyril was involved with Hypatia’s 
death is unknown. Most historians agree that he 
helped to stir up anger and witchcraft suspicions 
about the philosopher. Some say that he personally 
ordered her murder. Some people say a man named 
Peter the Reader was the ringleader of the attack, 
and that he may have been working under Cyril’s 
orders. Other than the name Peter the Reader, noth- 
ing is known about this alleged attacker. 

Regardless of whether Cyril was responsible 
for Hypatia’s murder, he was not immediately 
accused. ‘Instead he seemed to have achieved his 
goal of increasing his power over Alexandria. Many 
residents of the city felt that Hypatia’s death would 
serve as a warning to other close friends and follow- 
ers of the governor. There are few reports of vio- 
lence between Christians and non-Christians after 
the murder. Orestes most likely left the city after 
Hypatia’s death, either in fear for his own life or in 
disgust over the act. He was no longer mentioned in 
historical accounts. 

Christian supporters of Cyril viewed the murder 
of Hypatia—who was seen as a pagan and a witch— 
as a necessary deed. They felt it would further the 
cause of Christianity. As John of Nikiu reports: “And 


Me 


ee 


LILLE, 


(fener 


all the people surrounded ... Cyril and named him 
‘the new Theophilus’; for he had destroyed the last 
remains of idolatry in the city.” 

It seems that Cyril was successful not just in con- 
vincing Alexandrians that the murder was justified, 
but also in convincing the higher authorities of the 
Roman Empire. These leaders had the right to pun- 
ish the archbishop for criminal activities, but they 
remained silent through 415. Cyril enjoyed a strength- 


ened leadership role in Alexandria. 
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Nearly 18 months after the murder, however, 


Cyril did receive consequences from the Roman 
Empire. In October 416, the emperor stripped Cyril 
of his authority over a group of soldiers known as 
parabolans. These 800 young men worked for the 
Alexandrian church. They collected ill, disabled, and 
homeless residents and carried them to hospitals or 


other places where they could be cared for. 


For decades, the parabolans had reported to the 
archbishop, who often used them as a private army. 
It had most likely been parabolans who assisted the 
former archbishop, Theophilus, with the destruction 
of the Serapeum and other pagan temples. Parabo- 
lans almost certainly participated in the attack on 
Alexandria’s Jewish quarters in 414 as well. Many 
people believe that it was this army of the archbishop 
that led the mob murder of Hypatia in the spring 
of 415. 

Therefore, the emperor's order to remove the 
parabolans from the archbishop’s control was a 
direct message that the emperor disapproved of 
these actions. The order reduced the number of 
parabolans from 800 to 500, and it placed them 
under the authority of the governor. However, the 
punishment lasted for only two years. By 418, Cyril 
had regained his authority over the parabolans, and 
he continued to have authority over Alexandria for 


more than 25 years. %%» 
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Hypatia is considered one of the greatest female 
mathematicians and philosophers of all time. Yet 
few facts about her life are known. Much that is 
known about her—that she lived in Alexandria, 
that she was loved and respected as a teacher, and 
that she was violently murdered—comes from a 
few brief mentions in histories written by people 
who lived at the same time she did. Very few pub- 
lic records with biographical details exist from the 
late fourth century. 

But even considering that she lived more than 
1,500 years ago, the lack of information about such 
a famous person’s life is remarkable. Several of her 
contemporaries—people who lived at the same time 


she did—reported that she wrote and edited several 


A figurine of Hyputia was created to honor the Greek 
mathematician and philosopher 
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textbooks and gave many speeches. Yet no copies of 
her work have survived. Although most accounts of 
Alexandrian history of the late fourth and early fifth 
centuries mention Hypatia, the authors never quite 
agree on the details of her life and death. 

Some current historians believe there was 
a cover-up of Hypatia’s murder by people who 
thought it reflected badly on the early Christian 
church. These historians believe that the early 
church censored many historical records and books 
of the time in order to hide ideas and facts that went 
against church thinking. One popular method was 
to “revise” books by changing the words when they - 
were being hand-copied (the way literary works 
were preserved then). 

One of Hypatia’s best-known students, Synesius, 
wrote in a letter to his former teacher that he had 
been accused of storing unrevised copies of books 
in his library. Books carrying messages that were 
unpopular with church or political leaders were 
also frequently burned or destroyed. It is likely that 
many books written either by or about Hypatia were 
destroyed or altered shortly after her death. 

The accounts of Hypatia’s life that have survived 
tend to either accuse Cyril of Hypatia’s murder or 
defend him. Cyril’s accusers viewed him as ruthless 
and power-hungry, and some of them claim that he 


personally ordered Hypatia’s killing. Cyril’s defenders 


state that he had nothing to do with the attack. Some 
defenders of the early Roman Catholic Church—sim- 
ply called the Christian church in Hypatia’s day— 
argue that Cyril was not involved in the killing or 
the planning of the murder. Instead, writers such as 
Bishop John of Nikiu justify the murder by describ- 
ing Hypatia as a witch who needed to be killed for 
the common good. 

Despite attempts to revise or cover up the details 
of Hypatia’s life and death, the story has kept its 
appeal throughout the centuries. Writers of history 


books, novels, and poems have embellished on the 


Charles Leconte 
de Lisle 


and partly fiction. Some of the more (1818-1894) 


known details to create a legacy that is partly fact 


famous examples were written 
by the 18th-century French 
philosopher Voltaire and 
the 19th-century French 


poet Charles Leconte 
de Lisle. Both authors 
described Hypatia 
as a beautiful young 
woman—she was 
probably between 45 
and 65 years old when 
she died—whose mur- 
der was planned by Cyril © 
and the Christian church. 
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Charles Kingsley 
(1819-1875) 
urged the 
Church of 
England to 
help in easing 


social problems. 


Also during the 1800s, British author Charles 
Kingsley wrote a novel called Hypatia, Or the New 


Foes with an Old Face, in which he describes the 
philosopher as young and beautiful at the time of 


her murder by a Christian mob under the orders of 


Cyril. Kingsley was an Anglican clergyman who was 
strongly opposed to the Roman Catholic church. 

By the mid-1800s, many writers depicted Hypa- 
tia’s murder as an attempt by the Catholic church to 
squelch scientific thinking. In the words of American 
scientist J.W. Draper, Hypatia was a “valiant defender 
of science against religion.” Since then, several fic- 
tionalized versions of her story have kept this opin- 
ion popular. In these novels, paganism is often asso- 


ciated with scientific learning, and Hypatia is usually 


the victim of Christian persecution. 


While many of the known facts of Hypatia’s life 


and death support these opinions, 
other facts make it hard to believe 
that she was killed for religious 
reasons. Hypatia was not religious 
herself. She knew many pagans 
and was familiar with the Greek 
pagan traditions. But she was not 
among the Alexandrians who tried 
to protect the Serapeum or other 
pagan temples from destruction. 
She probably had more Christians 
than pagans among her students. 
Her close friendships with many 
prominent Christians prevented 
Cyril from being able to directly 


attack her as a pagan. Instead, he 


French poet Charles 
Leconte de Lisle 


described Hypatia as 


embodying physical 


beauty and the soul’s 


immortality: 


She alone survives, 
immutable, eternal; 
Death can scatter the 
trembling universes 
But Beauty still dazzles 
with her fire, 
and all is reborn in her, 
And the worlds are still 
prostrate beneath her 
white feet! 
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and his followers spread rumors that she practiced 
witchcraft—something more feared than paganism, 
but also harder to prove. Regardless of what led to 
her murder, the brilliant philosopher was considered 
an intellectual threat by the archbishop. 

More recently, women in Europe and North 
America have identified with Hypatia. Feminists 
admire her as a pioneering woman who broke free 
of society’s restrictions on women in order to pursue 
her own intellectual interests. Two feminist maga- 


zines—one published at Michigan State University 


-and the other in Athens, Greece—are called Hypatia. 


The university’s Hypatia, which is subtitled A Jour- 
nal of Feminist Philosophy, notes that it is named in 
honor of Hypatia as a reminder that “although many 
of us are the first women philosophers in our schools, 
we are not, after all, the first in history.” In addition, 
the feminist artist Judy Chicago included Hypatia in 
a mixed-media sculpture of a dinner party of famous 
women throughout history. 

The few extraordinary details of Hypatia’s life 
have gone through a variety of interpretations, but 
most scholars agree on a few key points. She pos- 
sessed great knowledge in the emerging fields of sci- 
ence, math, and philosophy. She dedicated her life 
to the pursuit of knowledge at a time when much of 
the world was embracing early Christianity and over- 


looking scientific truth in favor of religious beliefs. 
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And as an independent female mathematician and 
philosopher during a time when women were dis- 
couraged from public life, her unyielding and per- 
sistent nature continues to be a shining example for 


women today. %%» 


As a female 
pioneer in 
mathematics, 
Hypatia 
inspired the 
creation of 
two feminist 
MAGAZINES. 
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C. 370-375 


Hypatia possibly went 
to Athens to study 
350 
Earliest estimated 
birth date of Hypatia 


350 A.D. 


352 

First definite date 
350 Christmas is celebrated 
The city of Anbar, on December 25 


in present-day 
Iraq, is founded 370 

Huns invade Europe 
and build a huge 
empire during the 
next 70 years 


co. 96 


ee 


379 


Theodosius becomes 
emperor of the 385 
Roman Empire, 

including Alexandria 


Theophilus becomes 
archbishop of Alexandria 


387 

St. Patrick, 

who introduced 
383 Christianity to 
Ireland, is born 
in Scotland 


St. Jerome’s Latin 
translation of the 
Bible, the Vulgate, is — 
published 
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391 


Serapeum is 

destroyed and 

converted to a 
389 Christian church 


Theodosius issues 
laws turning all 
the major pagan 
holidays into 
workdays 


404 


Last gladiator 
competition takes 
place in Rome 


400 


Use of iron 
spreads through 
eastern Africa 
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412 

Theophilus dies 

and his nephew 

Cyril becomes 
Cc. 405 Alexandria's 
Hypatia’s father, archbishop 
Theon, dies 


\y \ i 
\\N 
a gin 
| AN NN 


a « 

412 

Proclus, patriarch of 
40 6 Constantinople, is born; 

best known for his 
Stained glass 1S used defense of Mary as the 
for the first time in 410 mother of God against 
Roman churches ‘. some early Christians 
Visigoths overrun who objected to the title 


Rome, symbolizing 
the end of the western 
Roman Empire 
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414 

Power struggle 
between Archbishop 
Cyril and Governor 
Orestes intensifies; 
Cyril plots to 
assassinate Orestes 


Synesius, Hypatia’s 
former student and 
influential Christian 
friend, dies 


414 
Ataulf, king of the Visigoths, 
marries his Roman captive, 
Galla Placidia; her mausoleum 
in Ravenna, Italy, was named a 
U.N. world heritage site in 1996 
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415 
Hypatia is murdered by 
a mob in Alexandria 


416 


Roman poet Rutilius Claudius 
Namatianus writes of his 
journey from Rome to his 
native Gaul; fragments of the 
two-book poem survive and 
shed light on fifth-century life 
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‘H: Estimated between 350 
and 370 


Alexandria, in the 
Roman Empire 
(present-day Egypt) 


Theon 
(c. 330-405) 


Unknown 


Educated by her father, 
Theon, probably at 
Alexandria’s Museum 


March 415 
Unknown 


astronomy 

scientific study of the universe, especially of the 
motion, position, size, composition, and behavior of 
stars, planets, and other heavenly bodies 


Athena 
Greek goddess of wisdom 


authority 
right to do something or to tell other people what 
to do 


chariot 
two-wheeled, horse-drawn vehicle used in ancient 
times, often without seats 


dialectic 

teaching method using question-and-answer | 
sessions between the teacher and the students 
to obtain knowledge 


eclipse 
when one object in space blucks light and keeps it 
from shining on another object in space 


feminists 
people who support equal rights for women in all 
parts of society 


heretical 
term to describe beliefs that contradict established 
religious teaching 


intellectual 
person who spends most of his or her time thinking 
and studying 


Muses 
goddesses in Greek mythology that preside over 
song, poetry, arts, and science 


~ Neoplatonists 

people who believe in a philosophical system that 
combines Plato’s beliefs with some Jewish and Christian 
- ideas, especially the belief that there is one source for 
all existence 


omnipotent 
all-powerful; often used in reference to a higher being 


omniscient — 
all-knowing; often used in reference to a higher being 


pagan 
a term often used to describe a person who does not 
believe in the Christian, Jewish, or Islamic God 


papyrus 
paperlike material created from the papyrus plant; it was 
made into scrolls and used in ancient times 


persecuted ’ 
continually treated cruelly or unfairly, especially because 
of ideas or political beliefs 


philosophy 
“the study of truth, wisdom, the nature of reality, 
and knowledge 


prominent 
famous or important 


Ptolemaic 

relating to the ideas of the second-century geographer 
Ptolemy, such as the view that Earth is at the center of 
the universe; Ptolemaic Empire refers to the family that 
ruled Egypt for 300 years 


Trinity 
-Christian concept of three persons—Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit—aunited as one God 
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